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ABSTRACT 
Finding Myself Back Home in Botswana: Reflections on a Semester 
Abroad 
Anne O’Donnell 
Anthropology aims to study people and their culture in order to understand the breadth of human 
experience. This paper examines the ways in which a semester of study abroad can supplement 
and aid in future work in anthropology. Primarily, it examines culture shock and how it can be 
managed and the connections between cultures that are separated across space. It also explores the 
ways in which the environment and wildlife of a new area can contribute to a person’s experience 
of place. 
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Finding Myself Back Home in Botswana 
 Anthropology is the study of people; how they think, how they interact, and how they live. 
It studies all aspects of the human experience, whether by observing the biological make-up of the 
human body, tracing the development and changes in language and communication, or studying 
what people create to cope with an external environment. Anthropologists seek to help we humans 
understand ourselves, and hope to thereby make the world a more peaceful and tolerant one. 
Therefore, one of the major ways anthropologists collect data is to observe and analyze modern 
peoples and their ways of life. 
 This semester, from mid-January to the end of March, I studied abroad at the University of 
Botswana (UB), located in Botswana’s capital city, Gaborone. The environment was vastly 
different than anything I had experienced before; I was surrounded by an unfamiliar landscape 
without any family or friends in Southern Africa and without any easy way back to my comfort 
zone. My semester was additionally beset by external situations and events that exacerbated my 
sense of isolation. Yet there were still many familiar customs and values that made me feel at 
home. Ultimately, I fell in love with the country and people that were so graciously and kindly 
hosting me, while simultaneously learning something about my own weaknesses and strengths. I 
strongly believe that I will be able to directly apply my experiences to my chosen field of 
anthropology and to my everyday life. 
 I was not under any illusions about how easy living in another country for about four 
months would be. I knew (or at least I thought I knew) that learning to cope in a new environment 
would be difficult and tiring. Still, knowing that it would be difficult and feeling just how difficult 
it could be turned out to be two separate experiences. I had chosen Botswana in part because UB 
stated on its brochure that all classes were taught in English and that most of the citizens of the 
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country spoke it as well. This was true; what my research had failed to reveal was that while 
English is widely understood, it is not the language most often used. Since I had neither the time 
nor the inclination to learn Setswana in the three months predating my arrival, I experienced some 
difficulty in making myself understood and in understanding others. There were several times 
where conversations around me were conducted entirely in Setswana, and I could not begin to 
guess what they were about.  Even my accent and what I perceived to be the accent of the locals 
was enough to result in misunderstanding; at the end of the semester I had to ask for a university 
employee to help call a taxi to the airport since the driver could not understand me through my 
accent (when he arrived, he asked if I was German).  
 Both the foreign language and accent contributed to an increasing sense of frustration on 
my part. In turn, this contributed to a feeling of isolation; despite my own knowledge to the 
contrary, I felt like every conversation in Setswana was somehow about me and my otherness. Add 
in the whiteness of my skin and light-colored hair in a country predominantly occupied by peoples 
from various African ethnicities, and I felt like I could never seem like anything other than a 
privileged American tourist. These feelings of isolation, frustration, and perhaps even a little bit 
of paranoia (used in the colloquial sense) are all part of what is typically termed culture shock. 
Culture shock is a term used by anthropologists to describe the myriad of psychological and social 
consequences experienced by a person once they enter a new cultural context and environment; it 
is experienced in varying degrees by nearly everyone regardless of their background. Culture 
shock is not inherently bad, but it can become so if it results in serious depression or anger on 
behalf of the person experiencing it or if that person acts on their reasonable emotions in an 
unreasonable way. The most important thing to remember is that the symptoms of culture shock 
are not the result of the people around the sufferer. I had learned about culture shock and the proper 
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ways to counteract it in my anthropology classes, and I still had trouble remembering that my 
loneliness and frustration were not actually caused by anyone or anything. My feelings were 
simply present, a natural consequence of a new context. I had to constantly remind myself of this 
fact, and while that helped after a while, it was hard work to keep in the forefront of my mind. 
Humans have an immediate inclination to blame something external for our worst experiences and 
it can be difficult to remember that sometimes things are not anybody’s fault. 
 Of course, my problems with culture shock were only exacerbated by external events 
beyond my control. Many of the students at the University of Botswana cannot outright pay for 
college, much like most of the students at WVU. Unlike in the American system, however, most 
of the UB students received a sponsorship that payed their tuition and an allowance for food and 
school supplies. Proof of enrollment from the school itself is required to receive the allowance, but 
the registration system was not working very well this semester. The other international students 
and myself experienced this first hand; we were not officially registered for the course we were 
taking until a week after classes had started, and some of us had to keep switching classes once we 
realized that some of the classes we had initially requested had been cancelled (the only way we 
found out was by showing up to the scheduled lecture and having the professor tell us).  
Since the registration infrastructure was failing, the university could not send students’ 
proof of enrollment, and the students were not receiving their allowances. So, with good reason, 
the students decided to protest. Unfortunately, much like victory celebrations at West Virginia 
University (WVU) have on occasion turned into hooliganism, some protesters went a bit further. 
Suffice it to say that the two dining halls were ransacked, so the university decided to close campus 
to all but the international students for three weeks. I would like to briefly note that I considered 
the closing of the university to be excessive, but I was told that it was necessary to repair what I 
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would consider light damage to the dining halls. I ended up almost completely alone on campus 
for three weeks, since most of the local friends I had begun to make were either at home with their 
families or attempting to live on whatever money they had left while most of the other international 
students had managed to find ways off-campus.  
I do not like boredom. I especially do not like boredom when I cannot hang out with other 
people, or stay with my family, or do much of anything beyond try to watch shows on Netflix on 
my incredibly slow laptop. I tried to entertain myself by exploring Gaborone, but there were not 
many things I could do by myself, and since I had just arrived in the country about a week and a 
half before the university closed, I had no idea how to use public transport or how to drive myself. 
All I could do was attempt to distract myself, but I ended up stewing in my own boredom and the 
resulting jealously when I realized what the other international students had managed to do. It took 
me a long time to come to terms with how I felt and with the knowledge that my unhappiness could 
not be blamed on any one person.  
I found it much easier to maintain my equilibrium once classes began again in late 
February. For the most part, the cancellation did not seem to affect how the courses were taught, 
although naturally many of the due dates for assignments were adjusted. The overall feel of campus 
was much like what I experience at WVU; UB has a similar population of about 30,000 enrolled 
students, and since many of the students receive sponsorships, the student population is as varied 
in their motives for attending classes. Most of the students I met were interested in earning a degree 
so that they could enter the job market. The Faculties of Business and Design (more like 
Engineering than Media Design) were probably the most popular. I met several students who were 
in the process of applying for graduate programs. They even worried about their grades the same 
way WVU students do, eager to receive feedback, and hoping mostly for C’s and above.  
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While normally I strive for higher grades, my own motivation was somewhat lacking this 
semester; I knew that my grades would only transfer as pass/fail credits, so there did not seem to 
be a need for me to worry. This was fortunate, since the grading scale differed between universities 
and the grading ethos (what type of work professors considered worthy of an A versus a B) varied 
between professors. I had two professors whose lectures tended to be disorganized, and one class 
period consisted of a spontaneous assignment to research information to present a 5-minute 
presentation next class. But other professors were much the same as what I would encounter at 
WVU, using Powerpoints in their lectures and assigning homework to solidify skills. I found it a 
bit difficult to adjust at first, but eventually I decided that even if I felt like I was not learning 
enough, I could always go to the library and hit the books. For the most part, I did not find outside 
resources necessary unless I was researching for an assigned paper. 
My dedication to my studies was somewhat inhibited by my surroundings. The natural 
environment was simply too beautiful to only focus on schoolwork; there were acacia trees 
everywhere, wildlife that wandered where it pleased, and hardly a cloudy day. I was constantly in 
awe of the natural life around me. The people of Botswana do not regulate or box up nature like 
the United States does. Most if not all of the cattle farmers allow their stock to roam free across 
the landscape, to graze wherever there is food. Admittedly, this frequently results in cattle along 
the sides of the road, which may occasionally cross to acquire better grazing. But instead of 
removing the cattle to another area, the Batswana simply integrate the cattle into their daily lives; 
they slow down when they see cattle near the road and signal other drivers behind them to warn 
of the danger. At no point do they blame the cattle for any crashes, instead pointing out that the 
driver should have known better. On the part of the cattle themselves, I’ve seen herds of cattle line 
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up single file along the side of the road and wait patiently for a group of cars to drive by before 
crossing themselves. 
Towards the north of the country, the cattle were joined by more “exotic” wildlife such as 
impala, giraffes, and even elephants. Again, none of these animals were restricted in any way; the 
national parks, unless they were privately run, had no fences which might impede the movements 
of the animals. My father came to visit at the end of the semester, and we drove to the north of 
Botswana to sightsee. There were a few times where my dad slowed down while he was driving 
to get a better look at a small herd of elephants; they always looked mildly affronted. The freedom 
of the wildlife does cause some problems. Elephants, for instance, tend to destroy crops and fences 
if they are in the way, resulting in economic and food insecurity for the families affected. I once 
heard a story about a church whose fence around the sanctuary was trampled simply because the 
churchyard contained a marula tree, the fruit of which is an elephant’s favorite treat. While the 
government mostly tries to protect the wildlife without fully considering its policies’ impact on 
citizens, I did learn about a project known as Ecoexist that seeks to use anthropological, ecological, 
and biological knowledge as a way to improve the interactions between elephants and people to 
bridge that gap. I hope that Botswana can find a better balance between preserving wildlife and 
keeping people safe, and that it can act as a model for all other countries in how they approach 
ecology, including the United States.  
The natural environment was only one of the aspects of my time in Botswana that prevented 
me from becoming too homesick. There were a number of similarities between the cultures and 
economic situations between Botswana and my home state of West Virginia. I noticed that 
whenever a conversation between two strangers began, one of the first questions to be asked would 
be where someone is from. In my case, I answered that I was from the United States. Sometimes I 
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said that I was from West Virginia, but I mostly said that I live about an hour and a half outside of 
Washington, D.C. (I assumed that more Batswana would know where the capital of the country is 
than the location of West Virgnia). However, a local would of course respond with his or her birth 
village. The questioner would nod their head very wisely, having placed the other conversant in a 
proper context. Just knowing which village someone was from provoked an understanding of how 
that person would react to certain circumstances and what their overall personality would likely 
be. We do the same thing here. I know that anyone from Jefferson County is probably a farmer 
and that anyone from the Northern Panhandle will call a carbonated beverage “pop” instead of 
“soda”. Both in West Virginia and in Botswana, we want to know where people are from because 
we “know” that our hometowns are what shape us. 
We have similar economic backgrounds as well. Traditionally, the Tswana people are 
semi-nomadic pastoralists that primarily engage in cattle-raising with small-scale agriculture. 
Similarly, West Virginia was originally settled by frontiersman that relied on subsistence farming 
that included both agriculture and animal husbandry. Both West Virginia and Botswana have 
massive natural land forms that control where people can and cannot live; the Appalachian 
Mountains here, and the Kalahari Desert (in the central and Western areas of the country) in 
Botswana. As we developed, we began to rely more heavily on the export of our natural resources. 
West Virginia is inextricably tied to our coal mines, while Botswana’s economy is largely 
dependent on the mining and export of diamonds. When I talked to other students about how they 
felt about this, they felt that the situation needed to change. The students figured that it would be 
best for the economy to diversify instead of relying almost solely on mining. They usually 
mentioned that the country should begin to export more of its beef, and that the necessary export 
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businesses should be started and run by the Batswana; there is a perception that other countries 
have been benefitting more from the resources of Botswana than Botswana itself does. 
The parallels between the situations of Botswana and West Virginia seem strong. While 
Botswana is the strongest economy of Southern Africa, if not of the entire continent, it still cannot 
compete with larger economies such as the European Union or India. Similarly, most of the profit 
from the coal industry leaves West Virginia and benefits other states, making West Virginia one 
of the poorest and underdeveloped states of the country. Our state needs to react the same way that 
the new generation of Batswana wants to, by diversifying our economy and retuning to some of 
the activities that were the backbone of our subsistence before (although in our case we should 
probably focus less on cattle and more on sheep and goats).  
Perhaps the most important lesson I learned from my study abroad is that while people are 
not strictly the same all over, we surely share a strong resemblance. I may have had a hard time 
coping with my own helplessness in the face of unfavorable circumstances, but the sense of 
community and welcome I felt on behalf of the Batswana helped me through. I learned about 
myself and how I can overcome my own shortcomings, but I also learned more about my state and 
my background. By the end of my trip, I felt just as comfortable in the culture of Botswana as I do 
here in West Virginia.  
